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CHAPTER ONE
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The Letter

Emma Carter had learned that silence could be loud.

It lived in the moments after the bookstore closed, when the door was locked, the register balanced, and the last customer had drifted into the evening with a paperback tucked under one arm. It settled into the worn wooden floors of Carter & Co. Books, into the dust motes turning gold in the late light, into the little town of Willow Creek itself.

Most people in Willow Creek liked quiet. Emma did too, usually. Quiet let her think. Quiet let her stack new arrivals, price used books, and avoid the latest round of gossip traveling from the bakery to the post office to the hardware store and back again.

That afternoon, however, the silence felt different.

It had been waiting for her.

She knew that the moment she saw the cream-colored envelope sitting in the middle of the counter, her name written across the front in a hand she did not recognize.

Emma Carter, Carter & Co. Books, Willow Creek, Vermont.

She frowned and turned the envelope over. No return address. Just a black wax seal already broken, as if someone had opened it, thought better of it, and decided she needed to read it anyway.

She looked toward the shop window. Outside, Main Street was all summer sunlight and sleepy charm: hanging flower baskets, a chalkboard sign outside the café, and two elderly men arguing near the park bench with the serious concentration of men discussing matters of state. Nothing looked wrong. Nothing looked urgent.

Still, her pulse ticked a little faster.

Emma slipped a finger under the flap and drew out a single folded sheet of thick paper.

Miss Emma Carter, if you are reading this, then the time has come for Willow Manor to pass into your hands. You are the only living relative I can trust to understand what must be done. Come to Willow Manor at once. Do not tell anyone what you have received. And under no circumstances should you open the room beneath the east stair. Eleanor Whitcombe.

Emma read it twice, then a third time, because surely the words would rearrange themselves into something sensible if she stared hard enough.

Willow Manor. Whitcombe.

The name stirred at the edge of memory, half-buried and inconvenient. Her mother had mentioned the Whitcombes once or twice in the vague, dismissive tone people used for relatives they did not know well enough to hate properly. Distant cousins, Emma thought. Maybe. Once removed. Twice. Some branch of the family tree cut long ago and left to weather.

She set the letter down carefully. A small chill moved through her.

Then the bell over the shop door jingled.

Emma looked up, expecting a customer. Instead, she found her best friend, Nora Finch, standing in the doorway with two iced coffees and a face full of curiosity.

“You have that look,” Nora said, stepping inside. “The one that says either someone died or your accountant has found your receipt box.”

Emma stared at the letter, then handed it over.

Nora read it in silence. Her eyebrows climbed.

“Well,” she said at last, lowering the page. “That’s not normal.”

“That was my first impression.”

“You have a manor?”

“I apparently have a manor.”

Nora took a sip of coffee and regarded her over the lid. “This is either a gift, a scam, or the opening scene of a murder mystery.”

Emma gave her a dry look. “Thank you for narrowing it down.”

“I’m serious. This is the kind of thing people in books say right before they discover a long-lost portrait and a hidden staircase.”

Emma’s gaze drifted to the envelope. “It sounds ridiculous.”

“Ridiculous things sometimes come with property.” Nora’s eyes gleamed. “Or with dead bodies. Which is less fun, but more common in fiction.”

Emma let out a slow breath and sank onto the stool behind the counter. “I haven’t heard the name Whitcombe in years.”

“Do you know who Eleanor Whitcombe is?”

“Not really. My mother said she was an aunt, maybe. Or a great-aunt. Somebody with opinions about curtains.”

“Did she have a lot of opinions?”

Emma snorted. “Apparently enough to leave a manor behind.”

Nora set her coffee down and leaned in. “You’re going.”

Emma should have said no. She should have dismissed the letter, called the local attorney if she could even find one, and gone home to make dinner and pretend her life was normal.

Instead, she thought of the phrase beneath the east stair.

Then she thought of the words: you are the only living relative I can trust.

Trust was not something people in her family handed out freely. If Eleanor Whitcombe had written to her, she had done so for a reason.

“I guess I’m going,” Emma said.

Nora grinned like a cat who had just watched a bird wander too close. “I knew it. When do we leave?”

Emma blinked. “We?”

Nora pointed at herself. “You are not walking into a haunted manor alone. I have a car, a flexible afternoon, and excellent instincts.”

“You do not have excellent instincts.”

“I absolutely do. They’re just usually wasted on bad coffee and untrustworthy men.”

Emma folded the letter and slid it back into the envelope. “I need to call the shop owner across the street, close early, and maybe locate a lawyer.”

“And I need to pack snacks.” Nora lifted one shoulder. “This is happening.”

Emma looked around the bookstore. The shelves stood neat and patient around her: mystery, romance, classics, local history, a display table of staff picks she’d arranged with almost obsessive care. She loved this place. It was the best part of her life and, on difficult days, the only part that made sense.

Now a manor in the woods had called her by name.

“All right,” she said finally. “But if there’s a secret passage, I’m blaming you for all future bad decisions.”

Nora’s smile widened. “That’s fair.”

❧

By the time Emma locked

the shop and put the sign in the window, the afternoon had turned hazy and warm. Willow Creek sat tucked between forests and low mountains, the kind of town where everyone knew everyone else’s dog but not necessarily the truth about their neighbors. Emma drove north out of town with Nora riding shotgun, the envelope resting between them like a small live thing.

“You’re too calm,” Nora said after several miles.

“I’m not calm.”

“You’re driving like a woman who accepts surprise inheritances.”

Emma gripped the wheel. “I’m driving like a woman who is trying not to think about surprise inheritances.”

They passed the old orchards, a stretch of field with white fence posts, and then the road narrowed and climbed into thicker woods. The air changed. Cooler. Duller. The trees leaned closer together.

Finally, the manor appeared.

It sat at the end of a long drive lined with overgrown hedges and exhausted roses, all gray stone and high windows and a slate roof dark with age. Ivy crawled up one side of the façade like a slow invasion. A fountain in the front courtyard had long since gone dry. The house was too large to look friendly and too elegant to look abandoned.

Emma stared at it.

“Well,” Nora said softly. “That’s dramatic.”

Emma swallowed. “That’s one word for it.”

A figure stood on the front steps, waiting.

He was older, perhaps in his sixties, with a cane tucked under one arm and a dark suit that looked as though he had been wearing it since the dawn of time. His silver hair was combed back with military precision, and his expression was so composed it bordered on severe.

When Emma opened her door, he descended the steps slowly, each movement measured.

“Miss Carter,” he said. “I’m Malcolm Haverly. Mrs. Whitcombe’s solicitor.”

He held out a hand. Emma shook it.

“I didn’t expect anyone.”

“Mrs. Whitcombe expected much and revealed little,” he said. “She instructed me to meet you upon arrival.”

Emma glanced at the house. “Is she here?”

A pause.

“No,” Haverly said. “Mrs. Whitcombe passed away four days ago.”

The words landed with a strange impact, as if the letter had arrived from the dead even before the messenger had spoken.

“I’m sorry,” Emma said automatically.

Haverly inclined his head. “So was I. Please come inside. There are matters to discuss.”

Nora straightened. “I’m with her.”

Haverly’s gaze flicked to her. “And you are?”

“Nora Finch. Friend, witness, and, if needed, alibi.”

A faint line appeared between the solicitor’s brows, but he stepped aside.

“Very well,” he said. “Then perhaps it is best if both of you hear what Mrs. Whitcombe had to say.”

Emma looked up at the manor’s dark windows and felt the old silence waiting inside.

This time, it was not empty.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Willow Manor

The entry hall smelled of lemon polish, old paper, and something faintly floral, as though the house had once been filled with fresh flowers and had never quite forgotten it. A grand staircase curved upward into shadow. Portraits lined the walls, their gilt frames catching what little light the high windows offered.

Emma felt the place watching her.

Haverly led them into a study with a massive fireplace, shelves of leather-bound books, and a desk so large it seemed designed for decisions made over land and bloodlines. On the desk sat a silver tray, three teacups, and a sealed envelope.

“For you,” Haverly said, nodding at Emma.

She picked up the envelope. Her name was written on the front in the same hand as the letter she had received in town.

Inside was a short note.

Emma, if Malcolm has given you this, then I am dead and the house has at last found the courage to tell the truth. You must not let anyone push you away from Willow Manor. Some will want the house sold. Some will want it silent. Neither is acceptable. There is something hidden here. I have lived with it for decades. It cannot stay buried. Trust no one too quickly. Especially those who claim to be protecting the family. Eleanor.

Emma read the note once, then again. “What does this mean?”

Haverly folded his hands behind his back. “It means Mrs. Whitcombe was not entirely rational in her final years.”

Nora made a quiet sound that could have been disbelief or irritation.

Emma looked at him sharply. “That’s your interpretation?”

“It is my professional concern. Mrs. Whitcombe was quite certain the house contained what she called ‘the final record.’ She believed there was a room hidden within the structure, but she never identified its location.”

“Then why tell me?” Emma asked.

“Because she believed you might be able to find it.”

Emma frowned. “Why me?”

“Your mother was her niece,” Haverly said. “Mrs. Whitcombe believed you inherited what she called ‘the family eye.’”

“The family eye?”

“A talent for noticing what others overlook,” Haverly said.

Nora glanced at Emma. “That part is annoyingly true.”

Emma ignored her. “What exactly did Mrs. Whitcombe leave me?”

Haverly opened a folder on the desk and withdrew several pages. “Willow Manor, the surrounding land, the contents of the house, and the Whitcombe archive. There are conditions, however.”

Emma stared at him. “Conditions.”

“She requested you remain in residence for thirty days before making any decision regarding sale or transfer. She also requested that no renovations begin until the house has been properly inspected.”

“That seems normal enough,” Nora said.

Haverly’s expression did not change. “The second condition is less so. Mrs. Whitcombe insisted that you investigate the history of the house before anything else.”

Emma gave a short laugh. “Investigate the history.”

“Yes.”

“I own a bookstore.”

“I am aware.”

“I’m not a detective.”

“No,” Haverly said, “but Mrs. Whitcombe believed you were
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